vi Mediterranean Quarterly : Fall 2001 Even though the attackers of 11 September no doubt dreamt of and indeed succeeded in creating terror among many American citizens, along with the vast havoc they wrought, let us go carefully with terrorist, that overloaded word, which may have originated with the French Revolution's Reign of Terror. Extremist will do in its stead. (I also note that Stephen Jukes, the Reuters news editor, has already banned the epithet terrorist from his agency's reporting on the events of 11 September and their aftermath.) As for Western values, I'll leave that subject to future scholars who could, in calmer days, define their impact on societies that may not comprehend their utility.
At the time of the New York and Washington attacks, I was in Sofia, Bulgaria, 4,927 miles and seven hours eastward. With practically the speed of light, that is, the speed of contemporary electronic communications, I learned what was happening a few minutes after it occurred. In the next several hours the suspicion hardened that the attacks had been committed by Islamic extremists.
My initial thoughts were: The United States played godfather to Israel in 1948, continued over the next half-century to play that role as Israel inexorably expanded, and probably will go on playing it-seemingly unmindful then and now of the terrible effects on the Palestinian people and, indeed, the entire Arab world. Almost in parallel, the United States coddled and cultivated the most backward, feudal leaders in such Islamic countries as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Libya.
In the waning days of Bill Clinton's presidency, we Americans allowed him to seek a Nobel Peace Prize by risking American prestige to try to forge an Arab-Israeli peace pact and declining to give up when it was clearly doomed, with disastrous consequences for both Israelis and Palestinians.
By way of the Central Intelligence Agency, the United States invented Osama bin Laden, fostering his career as a supposed freedom fighter in a country that was not his. Furthermore, when it was already clear to many that the communist system was beginning to collapse, the United States indulged an almost atavistic anticommunist urge by funding Islamic Mujaheddin fighters who emerged from the Afghan civil war as the Taliban.
The leaders of the CIA, Federal Bureau of Investigation, National Security Agency, Defense Intelligence Agency, and National Security Council appear to have been deaf, blind, and dumb toward the well-known and per-durable threat posed by a dedicated and unscrupulous enemy. Oddly, I haven't noticed a single top-level resignation over this failure, or even one apology.
In the history of man, all fortresses are designed to invite attack and destruction. None has lasted. So, too, the World Trade Center, as magnificent and seemingly impregnable as it was.
America is a big country, and it is blessed as few in history with spacephysical space, and hence spiritual space. One hopes that the United States, possessed of so much might, does not use a sledgehammer to kill a hornet. Yet the nation is justifiably angry at those who devalue life and seeks justice and explanations for a national tragedy.
In retrospect, efforts during the Clinton administration to "build democracy," particularly in the former communist countries, were aimed at the wrong region. I am reminded of former secretary of state Madeleine Albright's boast, repeated throughout the late 1990s, that the United States was the world's sole "indispensable nation." Our nation, so reluctant to spill one American soldier's blood during the Clinton administration she served, was forced instead to spill the blood of innocent civilians as Americans became dispensable in a most hideous way.
Of all the many cogent thoughts expressed about the September events, the words of Ljiljana Smajlovic, the foreign-policy analyst of the Belgrade weekly NIN, appearing two days after the attacks, struck me as among the most memorable:
The world we live in will become neither a safer nor a more just place when American anger soon finds a target. Americans deservedly have the reputation of not understanding the rest of the world very well or showing much interest in it. The reason is that the power of their country to influence the rest of the world is far greater than the ability of other countries to make much of a difference in the life of the average American. Before September 11 it was possible to live in America as if the rest of the world didn't exist. Americans now know the true size of the hatred and resentment that a part of the rest of the world harbors toward America.
One last thought. The basic humbleness of ordinary American citizens has come through at last, having been drowned out so long by the din of loud viii Mediterranean Quarterly: Fall 2001 talk shows and the celebration of extreme violence (a love of "terror?") by the czars of Hollywood and of professional sports, following a century dominated by "USA! USA!" triumphalism. The words of President George W. Bush, at a time of national wrath and the blood-urge for revenge, reflect a measure of this humility. Nine days after the attacks he said before Congress, "Our nation has been put on notice: We're not immune to attack." And he concluded: "Fellow citizens, we'll meet violence with patient justice." May that kind of commonsense humility last.
